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Caspian. Isaev had seemed an excellent choice for a husband,
but now Maria found herself in her late twenties stranded
in Semipalatinsk.
This small blonde with thick lips, a dry skin and delicate
features that flooded with a rush of blood at the slightest
emotion, was a nervous young woman undermined by con-
sumption and given to moods of exaltation. Deprived of a
dependable income, with a drunken husband who had no
hope of improving his lot and drowned in alcohol his sorrow
over his wasted life, she proudly tried to conceal from out-
siders the pitiable state of her marriage. All day long she
darned, washed clothes and cleaned her house. With the
provincial gentry, hungry for scandal, she played the role of
the dignified matron, well-pleased with her conjugal hap-
piness, while her husband, idle, disheveled and loquacious,
dragged himself about the town from morning till night.
Isaev met Dostoevsky at Belikhov's, and a mysterious
sympathy developed between the two men. Perhaps Feodor
Mikhailovich pitied Isaev, or, more likely, sensed in the
wretched schoolmaster a magnificent subject for his novels.
This tearful drunkard who could discourse for hours on
man's fate, the teachings of Christ, good and evil, culture and
barbarism, later provided Dostoevsky with material for
Marmeladov in Crime and Punishment ^ the dismissed official
with a consumptive wife and a prostitute daughter, who
drinks to achieve the extreme limit'of sorrow. "So you
imagine, you profiteer, that your half-pint has brought me
relief? ... It is sadness, sadness, that I sought at the bot-
tom of this glass, sadness and tears. . . ."
Just as Marmeladov brought the student Raskolnikov to
his home, so Isaev introduced Dostoevsky to his wife. But
the latter meeting was more cordial than the one in the novel.